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Reviews

			In every field, there’s one book that tells you How To Really Do It. Marie Kondo’s Japanese Art of Decluttering and Organizing. Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People. These books pierce a crowded field and become The One. If you’re a social studies teacher, you just found it. The Four Question Method is The One.

			Mike Goldstein, Founder, Match Education

			Jon and Gary are the biggest champions of social studies instruction out there! Not only do they celebrate the hard work of history teachers, but they make teaching such a complex discipline seem so much less daunting. The Four Question Method has revolutionized the way we think about developing curriculum and teaching students to think critically like historians. 

			Rebecca Lord Gomez, Senior Manager of History, Grades 5–8, at Uncommon Schools Network

			This is the book I needed as a history teacher, a school principal, and now training teachers in a master’s degree program. It should be in the hands of every social studies teacher and any program that trains them. From Story to Judgment provides absolute clarity around the key questions that drive social studies instruction and gives fantastic ideas for how to teach them in a rigorous and engaging way.  It brings the ‘both and’ approach that all good teaching requires by balancing learning the narrative and facts with developing deep, historical thinking skills that are essential for our students.

			James Verrilli, Dean, Relay Graduate School of Education, Co-Founder North Star Academy, Uncommon Schools

			I just love the 4QM model – for refined, highly effective history teaching, it’s the very best I’ve seen.

			Kevin Delaney, Social Studies Department Head, Wayland High School, Wayland MA

			The Four Question Method is a brilliant book about a hugely important topic. With only 15% of 8th-graders scoring proficient or above in U.S. history, social studies teachers need practical guidance in how to make their subject engaging, accessible, and meaningful—and how to make learning stick. That’s exactly what Jon Bassett and Gary Shiffman provide, in clear and lively prose.

			Natalie Wexler, Author, The Knowledge Gap: The Hidden Cause of America’s Broken Education System – and How to Fix It (Avery 2019), Co-author with Judith C. Hochman of The Writing Revolution: A Guide to Advancing Thinking Through Writing in All Subjects and Grades (Jossey-Bass 2017)

			This is a most impressive scheme. I love its elegance, efficiency, and communicability.

			Peter Seixas, Professor and Canada Research Chair, University of British Columbia. Director, The Historical Thinking Project, and author, The Big Six Historical Thinking Concepts

			The Four Question Method is nothing short of a pedagogical breakthrough. Shiffman and Bassett are master teachers – this is an approach by teachers for teachers. It is practical, clear, and gets at the heart of why we teach history – to enable students to understand, reason, and think critically about their world.

			Scott Gordon, CEO, Mastery Network of Schools (Philadelphia/Camden)

		

	
		
			
Authors’ Preface

			Here’s our promise: if you read this book with focused attention, you’ll learn the Four Question Method. This method will make you better at designing units and lessons in history and social studies. That, in turn, will make your students learn more, remember more, and think better about what they learn. Ultimately, they’ll become educated citizens: thoughtful people who can use their knowledge of the past to act from wisdom in the present.

			We think that’s a worthy goal for all of our students, regardless of their paths through life after their formal schooling is over. History is the only real laboratory we have of human behavior. History gives us insight into ourselves and into our world. And when we consider the fact that the majority of our students will not study history in any structured way after high school, our task as social studies teachers takes on even more urgency. 

			The Four Question Method was born out of an intense and years-long dialogue between the authors about the best way to teach history, which started almost the first day we met. That meeting happened in 2002, when Jon hired Gary to teach history at Newton North High School in Newton, Massachusetts, where he was the history and social sciences department chair. 

			Jon had always loved history—he majored in it in college, and started his teaching career at a Catholic girls high school in the South Bronx right after finishing his master’s program. Gary, on the other hand, likes to brag that hasn’t taken a history class since he was in high school. (Except for one cross-referenced course in his PhD program, this is true.) In 2002, he was a thirty-nine-year-old political theorist who wasn’t going to get tenure at the University of California, so he and his young family chucked it all and headed east to his wife’s hometown of Brookline, Massachusetts, which happens to be Jon’s hometown too and right next door to Newton. He took the Massachusetts teacher tests, sent out many teaching applications, and crossed his fingers. He got exactly one interview, and exactly one job offer. You’d think that he might have approached his new situation with some humility. But the summer before the start of his first school year as a high school teacher he took his new boss (Jon) out for a beer and started right in with the big questions: What are we teaching, and why? 

			Jon said that there were important stories our students needed to know, and it was our job to teach them. Gary was unconvinced. He said that “history,” by which he meant the specifics of historical events and the stories that we teach our students, was irrelevant. He said kids don’t need to know stories, they just need to know the underlying principles of how and why things happen in the human world. Jon told him that underlying principles are boring, and besides that, we live in a particular place, and our students should know some stories of how that place came to be the way it is and how it relates to all the other places that make up our common human home. 

			The argument lasted over a decade and was very fruitful. Eventually, we decided that Jon was right about stories. It is our job to teach true, important, resonant stories to our students. That’s where we have to start if we have any hope of sharing a community, country, and world worth living in with our students, and if they have any hope of understanding any of those things. But Gary was right, too, in his way. The disciplines he’d learned in graduate school and after are also important for us to teach and for our students to learn. They need to learn to interpret rich, challenging texts and to inhabit a world of ideas about politics and society. And they need to learn to pose explanatory puzzles and solve them in a skillful, methodical way. 

			In fact, our students will need all of those skills, and more, if they’re going to be ready for the daunting task that faces them. When we’re done teaching them, and maybe even before that, our students will assume stewardship of our joint projects: our communities, our republic, our world. Jon and Gary always agreed that our ultimate responsibility is to prepare our students for that stewardship. Our purpose as teachers is to help our students become knowledgeable about the past in ways that enrich their own lives and our collective lives in the present. We worked long and hard to create the tools we’d need in the classroom to achieve that goal. We developed the Four Question Method for precisely that reason.

			The final wording of the questions took us a long time and many experiments. We’ve been working with these specific questions for years now, and we’re confident that we have them right. They were developed from our own experience teaching all grades and academic levels of high school history, our observations of dozens of history teachers, and many, many conversations. Since our first debate in the summer of 2002, Jon has returned to the classroom full time at an urban charter school in Boston, and Gary has become the history department chair at Brookline High School. We’ve done successful 4QM workshops for teachers in suburban, urban, and rural schools. We think we have something valuable here that can help you no matter where or to whom you’re teaching history, and we’re excited to share it with you.

			You can find out more about our work, read our blog, and talk to us about history teaching at our website: www.4qmteaching.net.

		

	
		
			
Acknowledgments

			Jointly, we owe deep debts of gratitude to many people who talked with us, challenged us, read drafts, and provided moral support along the way. We’d especially like to thank Jamey Verilli, Max Greenberg, Scott Gordon, Jen Morrill, Deb Holman, Sue Wilkins, Steve Gold, Mary Burchenal, Todd Wallingford, Kevin O’Reilly, Orin Gutlerner, Mike Goldstein, John Cunningham-Elder, Art Worrell, Rebecca Lord Gomez, Emma Colonna, Devin Baker, Albert Cho (for the wording of Question Three), Jamie Rinaldi (for articulating the reason for ordering the questions as we do), and Peter Seixas (for early encouragement). We also want to thank all the history and social studies teachers we’ve observed over the years and everyone who has attended any of our workshops. We’re grateful to all of you for your questions, comments, and feedback—you’ve made the project much better.

			Jon would like to thank Gary for being such a great partner in this project and such a great friend outside of it. He thanks Jen Price for her invaluable support, and he is also grateful to his friends and colleagues at the Match Charter Public High School, especially the history department and the tenth grade team. His parents, Joe and Nancy, both demonstrated the power of reflective practice in their professional lives, and from childhood encouraged him in all his pursuits whether obviously worthy or not. His children, Benjamin and Sarah, both dealt remarkably well with having an obsessed history teacher dad. And his wife, Anya, has been his rock for almost three decades now. Going through life with you is nice work if you can get it. 

			Gary thanks his former colleague and unofficial mentor, Victor Magagna, for teaching him to see puzzles everywhere and showing him how to begin unraveling them. He is also grateful to wonderful colleagues at Brookline High School, especially Sam Dickerman and Robert Grant, who showed an early interest in this project, and Sarah Shuster, Jennifer Barrer-Gall, and Patrick McGee, stalwart readers of our blog. He owes Jon a huge debt of gratitude for taking a chance on an unlikely high school teacher and for arguing him into competence when it mattered most. Gary’s wife, Marian Yee, reminds him every day what it means and takes to be a committed teacher. His children, Olivia and Stella, make everything he does worthwhile. 

		

	
		
			For Anya and Marian

	

	
		
			Contents

			About the authors	ii

			Copyright	2

			Reviews	3

			Authors’ Preface	5

			Acknowledgments	8

			Introduction	13

			Question One: What Happened? (Narration)	20

			Question Two: What Were They Thinking? (Interpretation)	22

			Question Three: Why Then and There? (Explanation)	24

			Question Four: What Do We Think About That? (Judgment)	27

			The Four Question Method	30

			A Note On Vocabulary	31

			Question One: What Happened? (Narration)	33

			Question One: Planning Your Unit Story	34

			Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks: Origins of the Revolution and the Constitution	39

			Teaching and Assessing Question One	53

			Because-But-So Sentences: Student Sample	67

			Question Two: What Were They Thinking? (Interpretation)	73

			Choosing Question Twos	75

			Defining Question Two Thinking	80

			Teaching Question Two	84

			Step One: Identify and Contextualize 	89

			Step Two: Define Plain Meaning 	93

			Sample Paraphrase	96

			Sample Summary	98

			Step Three: Interpretation	101

			Sample Summation	108

			The Question Two Playcard	109

			Question Three: Why Then and There? (Explanation)	115

			Choosing Question Threes	121

			Question Three: Explanatory Thinking	124

			Row One: Identifies Correlating Factors	127

			Row Two: Makes Claims about Explanatory Factors 	128

			Rows Three and Four: Evidence and Reasoning	130

			Teaching Question Three	133

			The Question Three Playcard	157

			Question Four: What Do We Think About That? (Judgment)	165

			Choosing Question Fours	168

			Question Four: Thinking Like a Judge	172

			Teaching Question Four	178

			Excerpt from The Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act (1995)	184

			Excerpt from Desmond Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness (1999)	184

			Question Four Reflection Template	188

			Question Three, Question Four, and Course Planning	205

			Conclusion: Teaching Toward Independence 	209

			Launching a 4QM Unit	213

			The Research Essay	220

			Taking Questions Seriously	224

			Appendices	227

			Appendix A: Episodic Stories	227

			Appendix B: Rubrics, Classroom Templates, and Playcards	231

			Appendix C: 4QM Thinking Skills aligned with College Board AP History Thinking Skills and Common Core Social Studies Thinking Skills	243

		

	
		
			
Introduction

			Forgive us for thinking we’re special. We teach social studies. We think we have the hardest and most important job in schools. 

			Social studies is, for sure, the hardest subject to teach. Our evidence? We have the most daunting lists. 

			When you sign up to teach social studies—history, civics, and social science courses offered by middle and high schools—first you get a content list. In most states and districts, that list is long and detailed. It contains names, dates, and events that our students are supposed to learn from and with us. It includes items that span the globe and the history of our species, from early hominids to current events. That list alone is enough to scare the fainthearted.

			That’s just the beginning. There’s another list, just as formidable: the skills list. In fact, we social studies teachers are actually responsible for three skills lists. One describes historical and social scientific thinking skills. Another describes more technical but no less urgent skills related to the use of sources and media and associated research methods. We are also responsible for literacy skills, both in reading nonfiction and in writing it. 

			For good measure, many states have now adopted new standards for civic education and engagement. Add that to our list of lists. 

			So when you start out in our profession, you are armed with compendious lists. And then, properly intimidated, you are told, correctly, that the fate of our republic rests in your hands. 

			We happen to believe that. Schooling has many purposes, from college and career readiness to preparation to lead a rich and fulfilling life. In a democratic republic like ours, however, it has the added and awesome responsibility of training the future stewards of our joint public project. The job of the social studies teacher is not just to teach what’s on those content and skills lists. It is also to take the lead in preparing students for the most arduous and demanding task they are likely to face in the future: to assume responsibility for the welfare, and perhaps survival, of our democratic political institutions. 

			So, you’re a social studies teacher? Welcome to the world’s best challenge.

			You would think that, for all our weighty responsibilities, we’d have at our fingertips the sources and materials we need to stimulate curiosity and provide relevant practice, especially in the hardest skills, the ones that require young people to exercise their brains in complex ways. Well-designed training programs would equip us to decipher and translate those content and skills lists into compelling and coherent lessons, units, and courses of study. We would have access to challenging and practical benchmarks and assessments, so that both we and our students would know how they (and we) were doing at mastering the content and skills that we all agree are crucial to our students’ and our republic’s success. And we’d have readings, templates, and scaffolds that helped students make systematic sense of the questions they encounter in our classes.

			It’s true that we have plenty of materials. 

			We have textbooks, both hard copy (so twentieth century!) and online. Some are good. Some are okay. Some are not quite okay. At their best, they have an important place in learning. The very best ones provide a coherent and engaging narrative framework for our units and courses. Used judiciously, they get our students started in the enterprise of mastering our challenging subject. When those textbooks work for us, they usually help us with that first list, content. 

			And we’ve got the Internet. In the old days, when you started off in the profession, once you’d gotten your hands on a textbook, you’d turn to a colleague or mentor for help. They would share “stuff”. That stuff would include documents, handouts, and worksheets. The colleague or mentor would graciously tell you how to use those documents, handouts, and worksheets with real students in a real classroom. Depending on the knowledge, skill, and generosity of your colleagues, you might walk away with practical advice and useful materials. But you might not.

			Now the Internet has become the generous, if impersonal, colleague and mentor for new teachers, and lots of veteran ones, too. Like the old flesh-and-blood sources, this Internet helper varies in reliability. Some sites have excellent stuff; others, not so much. To complicate matters, teachers who rely on the Internet have a new problem to go with our old ones. What your school colleagues did with their stuff typically amounted to a coherent plan for students. Your schoolhouse colleagues were practicing our difficult craft alongside you every day. Their stuff functioned in a real classroom. That digital stuff may or may not. Some of it works in real life, for some purposes. Some of it doesn’t. Very little of it is designed in any obvious way to create a coherent plan of instruction, day after day, week after week, term after term. None of it, in our experience, amounts to a coherent curriculum designed to teach students how to think skillfully about the human world. 

			Some schools own the curriculum they’ve either purchased or created. (We’ve written some ourselves for clients). If you teach in a school, district, or for a Charter Management Organization that provides you with a social studies curriculum, you may be in better shape. In our experience, this packaged curriculum solves the problem of coherence we just mentioned. It is generally designed to align with lessons, units, and courses—the parameters that structure our teaching and our students’ learning. But, like stuff and textbooks, it varies in quality. The reality is, even an excellent curriculum that drills down to the lesson and activity level is only as good as its implementation. If the teacher who receives it can’t see the logic of it and transmit that logic successfully to students, it’s quite unlikely that those students will achieve mastery of either the content or skills on those lists we’re responsible for. 

			What social studies teachers really need is not a set of scripted lessons, or a package of documents and worksheets, or off-the-shelf projects. Social studies teachers need a planning method that shows them how to use the resources they have at hand. They need a way to use all that stuff to create activities, lessons, and units that make their students smarter, more knowledgeable, and ultimately, better equipped to become active and engaged citizens. They need a system for translating those ominous content and skills lists into genuine learning. They need an intuitive, memorable, and practical framework that shows them how to make daily instruction lead to genuine student mastery of the hardest, most important subject in school. 

			A framework like that will do what the most effective teachers already do, which is, organize units, lessons, and activities around important questions. What we’ve seen firsthand, both as practicing social studies teachers and as supervisors and evaluators of social studies teachers, is that learning goes well when students have a clear, engaging, and appropriately challenging question to grapple with. When the teacher designs and implements activities, lessons, and units that address such questions, students acquire the content knowledge they need in order to answer those questions, while at the same time practicing thinking skills. And they often have fun doing so. Alternatively, when the question that drives an activity or lesson is unclear or mundane, or the provisions and design don’t help students to address it, activities and lessons get muddy and unproductive. And if there is no question on the table at all, then class becomes a thankless (and pointless) chore. 

			If you want your social studies classes to go well (almost) all the time, and if you want your students to achieve proficiency in asking and answering the kinds of questions that define our field, then you need a method. We’ve got one to share with you. We call it the Four Question Method or 4QM. It’s simple to describe, as you’ll see momentarily, yet getting good at planning and teaching with the 4QM takes time and practice. It is not stuff, and not a trick or gimmick. It is not an algorithm; bots won’t like it. Rather, the 4QM is a way of thinking about the social studies curriculum that helps teachers to plan and students to learn purposefully and effectively. In other words, as a social studies teacher, it’s something you learn and then teach to your students. And like any serious learning, it takes patience and discipline in order to become skillful. 

			The 4QM is, at its foundation, an inquiry method. It helps students get smarter and more knowledgeable by engaging them in the task of asking and answering big, important questions in our field in a systematic way. 

			We’re certainly not the first to recommend inquiry as a preferred method of instruction. Back when we started our careers, teachers in a variety of subjects were already complaining about the incoherence of curriculum materials and supports in the midst of a welter of content and skill demands. The most famous attempt to address this problem back then was made by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe. Their popular 1998 book, Understanding by Design1, proposed a simple, powerful planning device, the Essential Question, or EQ. The EQ, as described by Wiggins and McTighe, has formal characteristics: it is open ended or debatable; it aims at “enduring understandings,” that is, it raises perennial issues characteristic of a subject area; and it is engaging, fun to think and talk about. Their advice is to build your units of study, including your activities, lessons, and assessments around EQs, and your students will learn content and skills together in a way that engages their curiosity.

			In principle, the Essential Question was and is a terrific idea. As this book will demonstrate, we’ve entirely embraced Wiggins and McTighe’s premise about the power of well-framed questions to engage student curiosity and to drive student thinking. In fact, most social studies teachers already agree, so far as we can tell, that informed inquiry driven by genuine curiosity is awesome for students. 

			Unfortunately, in the classroom, the EQ solution didn’t actually solve very much, at least in history classes. For sure, students began seeing EQs on lesson plans and unit guides. On occasion, they even discussed those EQs or wrote about them in their classes. Most of the time, however, activities and lessons had a barely discernible relationship to the official EQ of the unit. And even when they did, it was the rare student or even teacher who could tell you which thinking skills they were practicing when they addressed those questions. Students themselves almost never learned how to ask an essential question. Even teachers weren’t always sure how to do it. 

			The practical problem with the EQ method was that social studies teachers largely plan around content and topics. On the ground, teachers were making content decisions first, drawing from the historical topics included in their content lists, independent of any consideration of an EQ. That, by the way, was as it should be—teachers couldn’t very well decide on their own to just skip required course content. Then, often confounded by the abstraction and uncertainty of the EQ generation process, they would concoct or find an Essential Question that sounded relevant and tack it on at the end. Over time, the EQ began to quietly disappear from those lesson plans and unit guides altogether. The EQs that stuck around never really reconciled content and disciplinary thinking skills. We taught required or familiar content and then, maybe, discussed an EQ at the end with uncertain results. 

			The more significant problem with the EQ framework was with the way Wiggins and McTighe described “thinking.” Wiggins and McTighe defined EQs in a completely formal and generic way, independent of subject area. But that’s not how disciplinary thinking actually works. The essential questions of physics are different from the essential questions of social studies, and both are different from those in art, math, and English. The scientific method used in a physics class treats claims, evidence, and reasoning in a different way from the interpretive method used in English class. Of course, there are generic thinking capacities: the ability to compare and contrast, to construct and apply concepts and categories, and so on. These are not trivial; they are the building blocks of knowledge and cognition. But when students learn to think like scientists, mathematicians, literary interpreters, and artists, they are also learning to think in discrete and distinctive ways. 

			That’s why planning around generic EQs doesn’t help us to design and teach powerful and engaging social studies lessons. Planning that way doesn’t give our social studies students systematic practice in the thinking skills particular to our subject. 

			More recently, the C3 Framework for Social Studies2 State Standards has attempted to solve that problem by creating an inquiry planning framework specific to our discipline. C3 uses an “inquiry arc” for planning social studies units and lessons around Compelling Questions, which are EQs by another name. Each topic’s Compelling Question is joined with a set of Supporting Questions that shape student inquiry. 

			C3 is an improvement over generic essential questions, in that it respects the fact that social studies is a distinct field of study. But if you dig a little deeper into the C3 framework you find that it still hasn’t solved the problem of how to define questions. The C3 definitions of “compelling” and “supporting” questions are too vague to provide consistent guidance to teachers in creating them or students in answering them. The questions are not linked to particular thinking skills that students need to practice repeatedly. Some C3 projects are coherent and well structured, whereas others have a clear, formal structure (a compelling question, three or four supporting questions), but unclear questions with haphazard intellectual relationships between them. 

			If we are going to fulfill the promise of inquiry teaching in social studies, and make sense of the flood of “stuff” social studies teachers have access to, teachers and students need to understand the specific questions that are at the heart of our discipline. This book is our attempt to help you do that.

			We have found that there are four questions that underpin all social studies teaching and learning, each connected to a discrete and independent way of thinking about the human world. Although they are intimately related, our students need to learn each of these ways of thinking independently. They need to practice them and get feedback on their performance from a knowledgeable teacher in order to get good at them. That means, obviously, that we need to be knowledgeable and skillful in thinking in all four ways. 

			The good news is that many of these ways of thinking are already familiar to most social studies teachers. The problem is not that we don’t know what we’re doing. It’s that the training, materials, and apparatus meant to support us don’t know what we’re doing. 

			What we’re doing can be described pretty simply. We teach young people true stories about the human world and how to tell those stories themselves. Then we teach them how to make three kinds of arguments about those stories. In all, four ways of thinking. 

			We know this is a big claim, but we mean it, and mean to defend it in the course of this book: there are exactly four essential questions in social studies. Every question we ask in social studies class that requires students to answer in a thoughtful and skillful way is a variant of one of these four. Moreover, each of these Four Questions requires the responder to exercise a different way of thinking when they answer it. In other words, the Four Questions define what “thinking” means in social studies class. 

			Every good-to-great social studies learning activity or lesson addresses one or several of these questions in a clear and coherent way. Every well-designed unit and course addresses all four, repeatedly and systematically. Every great social studies teacher teaches their students to ask and answer them well. Every happy and successful social studies student knows what question they’re dealing with at any given moment, and therefore, understands what they’re learning, how they’re learning it, and why. 

			These, then, are our Essential Questions. In the list that follows, we’ve paired each with the name of its associated thinking skill. Learning and practicing these questions and skills are the key to making teaching and learning successful in social studies classes. 

			
					Question One: What happened? (Narration)

					Question Two: What were they thinking? (Interpretation)

					Question Three: Why then and there? (Explanation)

					Question Four: What do we think about that? (Judgment) 

			

			We’re working teachers. We figured out the 4QM over many years of trial, error, argument, and mutual coaching. We made ourselves better teachers in the process, and have now started to help clients do the same thing. We take teacher and school constraints seriously. We’re not recommending something that we think other people should do while we retire to our offices. We’re doing it. 

			We also take our mission seriously. We really do think that our students should know things about the human world around them. And we really do think that they need to learn from us how to think like historians and social scientists, and from their other teachers how to think like scientists, mathematicians, artists, and so on.

			Finally, we take our questions seriously. One of our biggest frustrations with the support and materials provided for social studies teachers is that so many of them don’t. 

			What follows is a description of each of the Four Questions along with its associated thinking skill. 

			
Question One: What Happened? (Narration)

			It sounds ridiculously simple. Is “What happened?” really an essential question? In fact, it’s the most fundamental question a social studies teacher or student can ask and answer. It’s Question One for a reason. If you and your students can’t say what happened about the “content” you’re purporting to study, then you can’t really claim to know anything significant about it. We ask and answer Question One—an (apparently) simple question—so that we can have something to think about. Answering Question One allows us, in turn, to ask and answer the more complicated questions. 

			The skill we practice when we ask and answer Question One is narration: telling a true, coherent story about humans doing things. Creating a good narrative is a skillful activity. A well-told historical story has to meet demanding criteria. The narrator must select the relevant facts as best we can discern them, recount the actions and motivations of the main protagonists, and provide enough context and detail to make sense of the notable change over time described in the narrative. Doing all of that well, especially about content the narrator is learning for the first time, is very challenging! So, although we don’t want to stop our teaching with Question One, neither should we rush past it or dismiss it as simple, and therefore unworthy of a teacher’s attention or students’ efforts. 

			There’s another reason why we start with Question One: stories are one of the best ways to lodge information in a person’s memory. This is something that most of us know intuitively and that is well supported by neuroscience.3 Our students are much more likely to remember the history we teach them if they encounter it as a compelling story. We joke at our workshops that we have no swag, but that if we did, it would be T-shirts that say “Story First!” on the front (and “What’s the Question?” on the back).

			Consider this famous story from American history: 

			In early 1692, a group of young women in Salem Village began acting strangely and claimed to be bewitched. Pressed by adults to identify the witch(es) responsible, the girls initially identified 3 women, then broadened their accusations to include over 100 people. That summer, judges held trials, and “spectral evidence” led to the deaths of 20 people, the confessions of over 50, and accusations of witchcraft against over 150 people. In early October, a group of 15 Massachusetts ministers condemned the use of spectral evidence, the governor called a halt to the trials, and the accusations subsided by spring.

			That’s a standard 4QM technique: a four-sentence story. If you taught the Salem witch trials to your students, you’d want them to be able to write and narrate one. Four sentences is obviously a very terse version of narration, but it’s also a telling one. Try writing one yourself. Take a unit you’ve taught that has at least an implicit narrative and see if you can tell the story of the unit in only four sentences. To succeed, you need to have a solid grasp of the content, and you need to make good decisions about how to shape that content into a coherent and meaningful narrative. Obviously, your goal as a teacher is for your students to be able to succeed at this task as well.

			So, planning what to teach begins with the teacher asking and answering Question One: What happened? The answer will come in the form of a narrative. That narrative, in turn, provides the basis for the kind of inquiry that will help students understand the world they’re inheriting. Question One leads to all the other questions we expect a well-educated citizen to know how to answer. Story first! 

			
Question Two: What Were They Thinking? (Interpretation)

			Salem is an awesome story. Not awesome as in “we’re so glad that happened,” but awesome in that it makes people want to know more. It engages curiosity. Once you know what happened, you just have to know: What were they thinking?!? 

			Skillful narration identifies actors who drive events. Question Two then asks us to dig into the heads of those actors and figure out what was going on in there. To do so in a way that yields useful, trustworthy results, we’ll have to engage the thinking skill called interpretation. Interpretation is the art of deriving meaning from human-produced artifacts, which include both the documents and objects those humans created and the pattern of choices and actions they left behind. In order to do that well, we need to read (whether for textual or nontextual artifacts) in a way that gets us closer to how those actors thought about their world. 

			Answering Question Two is hard, in part because we always start, like it or not, in our own world, which may or may not resemble that of the people we’re interested in interpreting. Salem is a good test case because the nature of the story warns us from the get-go that we’re entering a world very different from our own. We know we have to put our assumptions on hold as best we can. Interpreter, beware!

			The ability to enter and understand the world of another person has a name: empathy. History students practice a specialized version of it called “historical empathy.” Historical empathy means understanding the world of historical actors as they understood it; in other words, being able to see the world on their terms and in their ways. Empathy is decidedly not the same thing as sympathy, which means to feel the same way as someone else. We often strive to understand how people in the past thought without sharing their views. In order to interpret skillfully, we need to practice identifying historical actors’ assumptions and logic, the concepts they bring to bear, the claims and arguments they make, the evidence they produce and report, their diction and style, and so on. Good interpreters search for meaning with eyes and ears wide open. 

			And good interpreters stick to the question: What were they thinking? One of the hardest interpretive skills to master is postponing judgment. When we’re working with Question Two, we’re not yet concerned about our own opinions (judgment is Question Four). As we study the witchcraft trials, we might find ourselves thinking, “Those Salem people were crazy!” Maybe. But that’s what’s in our heads; that’s not what they were thinking. The point is, skillful interpreters understand that judgment short-circuits the quest for an answer to Question Two. This particular error, replacing interpretation with premature judgment, has a name, too. It’s called “presentism,” and it involves applying our local standards to nonlocal people before trying to figure out what things meant to them. 

			So, setting our views and ideas aside, what were the people of Salem thinking? As best we can tell from our reading and interpretation of the sources, something like this: 

			Satan was an actual being who could take any form he wished, and who worked with human servants called witches. Satan and local witches afflicted girls in the village; the fact that so many people confessed was evidence of his presence and power. Satan attempted to confuse the faithful through the use of spectral evidence, sowing discord throughout the colony. He was eventually defeated by God, working through the wisdom of the ministers of Massachusetts.

			For most of us today, “spectral evidence” (evidence drawn from visions) is a strange thing to admit and credit in a court of law. But the historical evidence is pretty clear. Many people of Salem in 1692 thought that such evidence was creditworthy and consistent with the obvious (to them) fact that Satan was at work in the world. That’s what they were thinking. 

			Beyond historical empathy, there’s another idea we want our students to learn from working with Question Two. Question Two helps students to develop what we call “the author concept,” the idea that humans make history. Effective interpretation brings home the fact that the stories we tell are made by real people making real choices and doing real things. Historical events don’t just “happen.” People do things. And in their choosing and doing, people are the authors of history. Spending time digging into the choices of others helps students to see that they, too, face choices, and that maybe one day others will scrutinize those choices. We want our students to recognize that they, too, are authors of history. 

			
Question Three: Why Then and There? (Explanation)

			Humans make history, but as a clever social scientist once remarked, not under conditions of their own choosing.4 Asking and answering Question One establishes a story, and asking and answering Question Two gives us an idea of what the people who made the story were thinking. Question Three requires us to think about the underlying context and conditions that made that particular story more likely in that time and place: Why then and there? 

			Question Three is the most difficult of the Four Questions, because it requires a thinking skill that most of us rarely practice: explanation. If you’re like most people, you may think that after you’ve answered Questions One and Two you’ve “explained” why something happened. After all, our answer to Question One gives us the story, and our answer to Question Two gives us the ideas and motivations of key actors in the story. We know what happened and why the people in the story did what they did. What else is there to explain?5

			But let’s pause for a moment and return to our Salem example. We know that the town authorities executed twenty people for witchcraft, and we know that many of the people involved supported those executions because they thought that Satan was an actual being who was visiting their neighbors and colluding with them to do evil. Does that story about Satan walking the woods of Massachusetts strike you as a plausible explanation for what happened? We know it’s what many people at the time believed was happening—it’s what they were thinking. But do you think that Satan’s machinations explain why twenty people were executed in Salem in 1692? Most students today would demand a different explanation.

			Consider this: Salem had an outbreak of witch hysteria in 1692. It didn’t have one a generation earlier, or a generation later, even though those generations included plenty of people who believed the same things about God and Satan that Salem residents did in 1692. And even though those beliefs were widespread across New England, Salem was the only town with such a sizable outbreak of witchcraft hysteria. Most places in New England did not kill large numbers of suspected witches in the late seventeenth century or ever. In 1692, something unusual happened in Salem, Massachusetts. Why then and there?

			Answering Question Three requires us to think like social scientists. Social scientists (political scientists, sociologists, and the like) study human societies by applying a version of the scientific method to human affairs. Scientists try to identify variables—literally, things that vary—to understand what effect they have on the outcome of experiments. In medical studies, for example, doctors will divide large populations of sick people into two groups that are similar in all important respects. The doctors then give one group of patients a drug they’re testing (the experimental group) and give the other group of patients a sugar pill (the control group). If the patients in the experimental group get better and the patients in the control group don’t, the doctors know that the drug is the most likely explanation—the drug is the key difference, or variable, between the two groups. 

			Of course, social scientists can’t conduct such strict experiments on historical events. There’s no way to create a control Salem Village in 1692 and then a few experimental Salem Villages to see how each one behaves when we change or vary a condition. Instead, we do our best to approximate scientific thinking using what data we have from the past. To do this, we teach our students two handy phrases for working with Question Three. The first one is,

			“Explain a change with a change and a difference with a difference.”

			“Change” in this formulation refers to change over time. Salem Village was first settled by Europeans in 1626. It existed for over sixty years without executing witches. Then, all of a sudden, Salem’s public officials approved the executions of twenty people who were condemned for witchcraft. What had changed in Salem by 1692 that made the events of that year more likely?

			“Difference” is geographical. Why Salem, but not Boston, or somewhere in Virginia? What was different about Salem that might have made these events more likely there?

			The second useful phrase is,

			“Factors, not actors.”

			This phrase reminds us that we’re not diving in to ask about the ideas of particular individuals in the story anymore – that’s Question Two. Now we’re looking for underlying context and conditions – factors – that might explain why people acted as they did. When we move from Question Two to Question Three for Salem, we set aside the idea of Satan walking through the woods. Modern thinkers generally view Salem as a case of mass hysteria, which we sometimes see in societies experiencing high stress. What underlying factors might have been placing high stress on Salem in 1692? 

			Scholars of the Salem hysteria have identified several. Through a study of maps and economic records, Paul Boyer and Stephen Nissenbaum found an intensifying socioeconomic split between residents of the eastern part of the town, who were becoming more entrepreneurial, and residents of the western part of town, who still made their living from farming.6 Carol Karlsen focused on the women who were accused, and noted that many of them were single women who had inherited significant property, and thus posed a threat to the traditional social order.7

			Here is a plausible answer to Question Three for the Salem witchcraft hysteria: 

			In 1692 Salem village was experiencing significant growth in some underlying economic and cultural tensions:

			
					Between eastern entrepreneurs and western farmers.

					Between wealthy single women and those who found them objectionable or threatening.

			

			These growing tensions caused accusations of witchcraft, not uncommon in New England at that time, to be amplified to the point of mass hysteria.

			Notice that these explanations do not require us to suspend our own intellectual framework, as we must when we answer Question Two. Question Three thinking happens entirely in the present, using modern thinking and social science categories. In this case, we speak of economic and cultural tensions. Notice also that these explanations are generalizable. We could apply them (cautiously) to other cases besides Salem in 1692. Indeed, we test our Question Three hypothesis by looking for similar cases in other times and locations. Do we ever see mass hysteria in other societies dealing with serious economic and cultural tensions? 

			Question Three explanation takes practice to learn. But it is a crucial element of historical thinking; it’s often what we mean when we talk about learning “the lessons of history.” The effort it takes to master it is worth it, for both teachers and students.

			
Question Four: What Do We Think About That? (Judgment)

			The payoff for taking on one of the hardest jobs in any school—history or social studies teacher—is that you get to talk earnestly with your students about how to be a good citizen and a good person. One of the reasons we are so excited about the Four Question Method is that it gives us, as teachers, a way to do that seriously and methodically. When we talk with students about the people in the past we admire or condemn, we’re answering Question Four: What do we think about that? The thinking skill in answering Question Four is judgment. 

			The judgment question is Question Four for a reason. One of our first insights as we observed history classes and experimented with our own teaching was that serious and skillful judgment by students requires systematic preparation. It’s fine, and sometimes revealing and stimulating, to pose a judgment question cold, just as it sometimes activates inquiry to make a bold, controversial statement. Both can launch learning—starting a unit with a Question Four can be a fun hook to get students engaged. But in order to refine and consolidate that learning, students need to grapple with a well-formulated question that they’re actually equipped to answer. We joke sometimes that everyone should be required to ask and answer Questions One, Two, and Three about a topic before they are permitted to post an online opinion about it. If you don’t know what happened, what the major actors involved were thinking, and how the context and conditions shaped their actions, then you have no business rendering anything like an ethical judgment. Once you’ve done those things, then we can talk. 

			So, let’s say that we’ve led our students through an inquiry on the Salem witch trials. We’re satisfied that they know the basic story (Question One) and have working answers to Questions Two and Three. Now we are ready, collectively, to take Question Four seriously: What do we think about that? 

			Skillful engagement with Question Four requires personal investment and careful thinking. Both of those things are challenging. When you ask your students for their judgments, you’ll likely encounter three typical avoidance moves. One is based in presentism, and offers an overgeneralization that dismisses serious consideration of alternative points of view: “Those Salem judges were crazy people. They’re murderers.” The second, more subtle, is the substitution of an answer for Question Two to the Question Four you’ve posed: “They were just trying to wrestle with the devil, because they believed he was powerful and dangerous.” True. But that’s an interpretation, not a judgment. What do we think about that? And the third, especially common in middle school classrooms, is to avoid commitment to a judgment by observing that “people have different opinions on that.” Also true. Which opinion do you have?

			That third avoidance strategy highlights the fact that a good Question Four will spark debate within the classroom community. Question Four asks what we think, not just what I think. We’re in this together. We may not always agree, and in fact may end up disagreeing a lot. That’s okay. But we’re not practicing judgment in isolation. On the contrary, Question Four requires us all to consider not just our own individual judgments, but also those of the people around us. We’re not just learning and practicing personal declarations. We’re learning how to act like thoughtful people who share political institutions and a common world and are committed to mutual respect, even as they debate questions of right and wrong or argue about what to do, or who to vote for. What we think may be varied, but we are capable of understanding the reasons for differing opinions and our disagreements. That’s important for us all to recognize.

			Here’s a sample of what might emerge from your classroom conversation once your students are prepared to grapple with Question Four about the Salem witch trials:

			
					The judges at the Salem witch trials did the wrong thing. They made hasty judgments based on evidence that people at the time saw as ambiguous. As a result, innocent people were killed under the color of law. This story is a cautionary tale.

					We have seen similar cases in the Red Scare of the 1950s, and perhaps after 9/11. We should judge perceived threats to our society very carefully, and avoid dangerous overreactions.

			

			That’s just one version of an answer to Question Four, but not the final word on Salem. In making judgments, we muster arguments and evidence and subject them to reasonable skepticism. We do the best we can with the information and intelligence available to us, all of which sure beats the alternative: sloppy, unsystematic thinking. 

			When we pose and wrestle with Question Four in our classes, we give our students a practicum in judgment. What’s awesome about that practicum is that, over time, as we revisit issues, we’ll accumulate data on ourselves to consider and reflect on. Part of becoming an educated person is figuring out what you really think about politics and society, and why. Are you always rooting for the underdog, or inclined to respect established authority? Do you worry more about instability or inequality? Do you abhor the use of violence, or worry more about the consequences of unchecked aggression? Why? What values and principles drive your reactions to historical choices and events? And how well do those values and principles square with what you know about the world today, and with other values and principles that you may hold with equal conviction? Practice in judgment sets students up to participate in the real world. 

			
The Four Question Method

			Those are the Four Questions. Independently, they account for the well-formulated, productive questioning social studies teachers and students do in their classrooms. With a little practice, both you and your students can quickly begin to notice when you’re asking or answering which question. Even better, when your questions leave your students befuddled or their answers strained, you can make a diagnosis. The most common questioning problem in social studies classes, besides not having one, is mashing two or more together. Ask clear questions consistently, and eventually you’ll start to get skillful and thoughtful answers. 

			Independently, the Four Questions will help you and your students to have better, more productive conversations. Clearer questions lead to better thinking. But the real payoff is in using the Four Questions together as a method for making all the important decisions a teacher has to make in order to prepare, teach, and assess students and their work. 

			In the chapters that follow, we’ll take you step by step through the 4QM planning process. In Chapter One, we’ll show you a surefire technique for building a coherent and efficient unit story—your class answer to Question One. Then, we’ll also show you how to match instructional techniques and assessments to that story, so that you can teach the unit story well and assess and give feedback accurately and efficiently. Subsequent chapters show you how to define appropriate and engaging Question Twos, Threes, and Fours for your unit and how to teach and assess those effectively. We conclude with instructions for writing 4QM-style unit documents and lesson plans, so that your decisions about what to teach and how to teach and assess are clear to you and your students. 

			We start with lists, but we don’t end there. The social studies teacher’s weighty responsibility is to find a way to guide students to independence in our field. That means we have to show students how to ask and answer the Four Questions on their own. They’ll need to learn a lot from our lists before they’re able to do that successfully. Just as there is no royal road to geometry or shortcut to scientific thinking, social studies is a demanding discipline that takes patience and practice to master. The Four Question Method can help make that process more understandable, engaging, and fun for both students and teachers. We’re excited to show you how.

			
A Note On Vocabulary

			Social studies is a complex academic field, although really only one subject matter. In college, if you want to learn about human societies and how they operate (and have operated), you have lots of choices: history, anthropology, sociology, economics, geography, political science, and more. In K–12 education, these all get subsumed in what’s called either history or social studies. For all practical purposes, these two terms are interchangeable when referring to K–12 teaching and learning. We’re comfortable with either, and will switch back and forth between them from here on. Having said that, we assume in what follows that your curriculum is either structured around narrative history or, with some planning and creativity, could be. We strongly encourage it, for reasons that we will clarify and defend in Chapter One.
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Question One: What Happened? (Narration)

			As we said in the Introduction, if we had swag to give away at our workshops, it would be T-shirts that said “Story First!” on the front (and “What’s the Question?” on the back). Learning about the human world always starts with a story. 

			Gary was in Anchorage with a friend. They’d just finished a spectacular sea kayaking trip to Aialik Bay, near Seward, and the friend needed to buy some dress clothes for a meeting he was flying off to. There was a Nordstrom department store in Anchorage then. (It closed in 2019.) While there, Gary asked the salesperson if he knew about the tire chains. 

			“Of course. We all know that story.” 

			Gary knew the story from the Heath brothers’ excellent book, Made to Stick.1 Every teacher should read it. In the book, the Heaths describe Nordstrom’s employee training program. No dreary slideshows. Instead, they tell an unforgettable story that communicates what the employees need to know. 

			A woman walks into a new Nordstrom store that had just opened in Fairbanks, Alaska, on the site of an old tire shop. She puts tire chains (for snow traction) on the counter and says, “I’d like to return these.” The sales associate asks if she has a receipt. She does not. The clerk asks if she recalls how much she paid for the tire chains. The woman names a price. The sales associate gives her the exact amount and wishes her a good day. 

			Inevitably, a bright trainee raises their hand and points out that Nordstrom does not actually sell tire chains. And that, of course, is the point: Nordstrom’s distinctive brand, their core value, is customer service. They could have explained that in any number of prosaic ways. The way they chose is one that sticks: they told an unforgettable story. 

			Here’s another example of an unforgettable story, probably more familiar to you: pumpkin and glass slipper. Know the story? Odds are you do. If you’re having trouble, one of the characters is a fairy godmother. 

			Cinderella is not just a famous story. It’s a venerable story type, the righteous reversal. When the hardworking underdog team wins, the sports news will call it a “Cinderella story.” Depending on your cultural background, social affiliations, and family folklore, there are probably a bunch of stories that you know as well as Disney-exposed children know Cinderella. Maybe Jedi/Death Star works better for you. Maybe Simba/Scar. Those are Cinderella stories too, more or less.

			Now imagine this: last year, you taught your students the story of the American Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. This year, you see a former student in the hallway. You stop her and say, “Montgomery, Birmingham, Memphis.” She smiles and begins to tell the story of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s career as a civil rights leader. Her narration is fluent, vivid, and skillful. You smile back. Nice work, both of you.

			That, in fact, is one of the fundamental things we’re aiming for as social studies teachers: students who know and retain the important stories we’ve asked them to learn. That’s not all we want, of course. Ideally, we’d follow up that gratifying encounter with a conversation that engaged our former student in interpretation, explanation, and judgment. We’d hope, in the end, that our student not only knew that Civil Rights story but knew how to think about it, and ultimately, what to do with it as a thoughtful citizen of our country and our world. 

			So how do you accomplish all that? Start with a story.

			
Question One: Planning Your Unit Story

			The planning problem has two parts. So does this chapter. In the first section, we show you how to plan your unit story. That’s how 4QM teachers start to solve the “what do I teach?” problem. Our unit story—the teacher’s answer to Question One for a discrete topic—will do a lot of work for us. First and foremost, it will define and shape the narrative core of our unit. It will determine what specific content is included and emphasized, and what is excluded. As we will see in later chapters, it will also be the platform for defining the Question Twos, Threes, and Fours for our unit. 

			In the second section of this chapter, we’ll share principles, guidelines, and some specific recommendations for teaching and assessing that unit story. That’s the “How do I teach it?” part of the planning problem. When we teach using the Four Question Method, we ask and answer the Four Questions for ourselves and then coach our students to do the same thing. We mean it. Before you can teach an awesome story to your students, you need to learn it. And once you’ve acquired the requisite knowledge, you need to narrate proficiently before you can reasonably ask your students to do the same – “planning” and “teaching” with the 4QM are intimately related. One of the cool things about the Four Question Method is that many of the same techniques you use in preparation for teaching you get to use again with your students when they’re learning. To help you with both, we’ll show you a Question One rubric that identifies the elements of a proficient narration.

			Story first. This, it turns out, is the first piece of advice a new social studies teacher needs when she asks for help. Planning starts with units of study, the chunks of learning that will frame your assessments, which provide the feedback on their school performance that our students need and want. And our units are defined, most basically, by the stories they tell. So, start your unit planning with a story that you want to make stick for your students. 

			Happily, starting with a story is built into the structure of our profession. All of our social studies courses are built around ripped-from-the-headlines stories. The front page (or homepage) of a good newspaper presents the new and notable events of the day. Our courses contain and present the new and notable stories of ancient civilizations, modern societies, the United States, or modern government or economics,2 whatever the topic of your course. As a teacher of a class in social studies, you’re responsible for sharing the headline news for that topic with your students.
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